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Producer and campesino organizations are demanding that President Vicente Fox and the
Mexican Congress increase spending for agricultural programs in 2003 and take steps to protect
the beleaguered farm sector from unfair US trade practices. Fox has said he plans to send his
2003 budget proposal to the Chamber of Deputies in the next several weeks. The lower house
must approve a budget by Dec. 15. Organizations like the Consejo Nacional Agropecuario (CNA)
are urging the executive and legislative branches to allocate 42 billion pesos (US$4.3 billion) for
agriculture programs in the 2003 budget, an increase of about 20% in real terms from expenditures
approved for 2002.
CNA president Armando Paredes Arroyo said the increase is needed to counter the nearly US$200
billion in subsidies approved by the US government in farm legislation in May of this year (see
SourceMex, 2002-05-22).

US subsidies, NAFTA endanger Mexican agriculture
Furthermore, said Paredes, the timing of the US subsidies aggravates another problem created
by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the elimination of tariffs on most US
agricultural exports to Mexico at the beginning of 2003.
Under this NAFTA provision, all US agricultural products except corn, beans, and powdered milk
will be allowed to enter Mexico without paying duties (see SourceMex, 2002-09-04). "There is no
alternative but to increase the budget in the face of the increased US subsidies," said Paredes. "If we
do not invest in agriculture, the sector will cease to be viable."
Heladio Ramirez, president of the Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC), raised concerns
about recent statements attributed to Fox and Cabinet officials that pointed to plans to present an
austere budget. "The government is trying to consolidate the policies of recent years," said Ramirez,
who pointed out that agriculture spending has declined to 3.4% of the total budget this year from
6.7% in 1990.
Ramirez also said expenditures on agriculture have dropped to 0.62% of GDP this year from 1.57%
in 1994. Other organizations like the Union Nacional de Trabajadores Agricolas (UNTA), the Central
Independiente de Obreros Agricolas y Campesinos (CIOAC), the Central de Organizaciones
Campesinas y Populares (COCYP), and the debtors' rights organization El Barzon have added their
voices to the campaign to convince the Fox administration to spend more on agricultural programs.
But the Fox administration has all but discarded any significant increase in agriculture spending.
Speaking to reporters, Agriculture Secretary Javier Usabiaga Arroyo said the Mexican government
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does not have the capacity to compete on a par with the US Treasury. Responding to Usabiaga's
statements, agriculture organizations said they are not pushing for Mexico to match US
expenditures dollar for dollar. "All we are asking is for an increase in the amount of money devoted
to the agriculture sector," the CNC, UNTA, CIOAC, and COCYP said in a joint statement. "And
once this money is approved in the budget, we ask that it not be cut, as was the case with agriculture
expenditures in 2002."

Administration criticized for lack of action
Usabiaga came under fire in the Mexican Congress for presenting an "overly optimistic" picture of
Mexican agriculture during testimony in early October. In his statements to legislators, Usabiaga
reported that the GDP for the agriculture sector had increased by 2.6% in 2001 and by 2.8% in the
first half of 2002.
The agriculture secretary also made special mention of structural changes the Fox administration
had made to the agriculture sector. "We have taken on the challenge of performing the major
surgery required by the agriculture sector, which is to reduce the costs of production, improve
agroeconomic policies, adjust to the climate and market risks, and transfer marketing functions to
producers," Usabiaga said in a speech to the Senate.
Sen. Jose Bonilla Robles of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) took exception to the
picture painted by Usabiaga. "The agriculture sector I've seen is one of poverty, one where
many campesinos speak of a crisis, of a lack of capital and credit, of high costs for inputs, of
unemployment, emigration, and violation of human and social rights," said Bonilla.
Poverty has reached such extremes in many rural areas that many Mexicans are unable to earn a
living from agriculture. As a result, says the Secretaria de Desarrollo Social (SEDESOL), an average
of 600 Mexicans emigrate from farm communities to the US on a daily basis.
Agriculture organizations are also criticizing the Fox administration for engaging in rhetoric and
not taking sufficient direct action to help producers. For example, many producer groups say the
administration has not released many specifics on the "agricultural armor" promised to farmers
shortly after the US government announced its subsidies to farmers.
In early October, hundreds of corn producers from six states converged on Mexico City to criticize
the government for offering "only promises" and to urge the Congress to take actions. Many
agriculture organizations have also called on the Fox administration to renegotiate NAFTA to
postpone for several years the elimination of tariffs scheduled for 2003. Ivan Polanco, an economist
at the Asociacion Nacional de Empresas Comercializadoras del Campo (ANEC), said Fox should
seek a suspension of at least three years to help the Mexican agriculture industry better prepare to
compete with US imports.
Polanco also said Fox should keep in mind the effects of NAFTA on Mexican agriculture. "NAFTA
has caused a 40% increase in our dependence on food imports, along with the accompanying rise
in poverty, unemployment, and the loss of lands," said the ANEC official. The PRI, one of the
major promoters of NAFTA during the government of former President Carlos Salinas de Gortari
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(1988-1994), has also raised the need for major changes in the accord. "This could become a historic
failure and may even lead to the loss of the Mexican agriculture sector," the party said in a statement
marking the 10th anniversary of the completion of NAFTA negotiations in early October.
Still, the Fox administration staunchly defends the benefits that NAFTA has provided some
agriculture producers. "(NAFTA) has allowed many of our farm and livestock products to enter the
US market," said Economy Secretary Luis Ernesto Derbez, who pointed to the increase in Mexican
products, such as tomatoes, avocados, and mangoes. The Fox government promises, however, not to
stand idle in the face of expected increases in imports. Angel Villalobos, deputy economy secretary
for trade negotiations, said Mexico plans to make full use of safeguards available under NAFTA,
such as the ability to impose emergency restrictions on imports if unfair trade practices, such as
subsidies, threaten to hurt a domestic industry.

Foreign-trade law could be used to counter imports
Some experts say the Mexican government should strengthen its foreign-trade law (Ley de
Comercio Exterior), which allows the country to defend itself against a surge of imports. "I hope
that Derbez and Usabiaga make good on their promise to employ these mechanisms," said
Ramon Iriarte Maisterrena, president of the Consejo Agropecuario de la Comarca Lagunera in the
Coahuila-Durango region.
The CNA's Paredes acknowledged that NAFTA and other trade agreements contain recourses for
Mexico to file complaints of unfair trade practices, but the grievance process is too long. "The legal
process could take at least several months," said Paredes. "Considering that an industry could
potentially disappear in a matter of months, it is important that we be able to apply our laws in a
timely manner."
While the Fox government does not seem inclined to renegotiate the agriculture sections of NAFTA,
the president has emphasized his commitment to continue to fight US agricultural subsidies. "We
are studying all the recent agricultural policies enacted by the US," Fox said in an interview with the
Mexico City daily newspaper Reforma. "If there is any violation to our trade agreements, no matter
how small, we will act with the greatest of resolve."
Fox said US subsidies will be a major topic during the forum of the Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC), to be held in Mexico on Oct. 26-27. He said he would also bring the matter
directly to President George W. Bush. "I want to talk to President Bush about the subsidies that
the American government has decided to give, and how to prevent them from affecting Mexican
communities and producers," Fox told the Associated Press. "Otherwise, what you'll have is more
migration." [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on
Oct. 23, reported at 9.76 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: Reuters, 10/08/02, 10/16/02; Notimex, 10/07/02,
10/08/02, 10/16/02, 10/17/02; Spanish news service EFE, 10/17/02; The News, 10/09/02, 10/17/02,
10/18/02; El Universal, 10/07/02, 10/14/02, 10/17/02, 10/22/02; Associated Press, 10/22/02; Unomasuno,
10/09/02, 10/10/02, 10/16-18/02, 10/22/02, 10/23/02; Novedades, 10/09-11/02, 10/14/02, 10/17/02,
10/23/03; La Jornada, 10/09/02, 10/14/02, 10/17/02, 10/18/02, 10/21-23/02; Milenio Diario, 10/17/02,
10/18/02, 10/23/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 09/30/02, 10/09/02, 10/10/02, 10/17/02, 10/21/02, 10/23/02;
Reforma, 10/10/02, 10/11/02, 10/14-17/02, 10/21- 23/02; El Financiero, 10/16/02, 10/23/02)
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